The smallest telling snapshot flashes to us a more immediate image of a person than pages of biography and interpretation, and neither a mass of documents about an artist, nor the entire body of his works, reveals so much of his essence as a likeness taken from life by one of his gifted contemporaries. Paolo Veronese's portrait of the Venetian sculptor Alessandro Vittoria, which has recently come into the Museum's collection, is filled with a special interest for the Museum because of the statuette which he conspicuously displays, a work by Vittoria of which the Museum owns a version. But aside from its content, the painting is so strong and beautiful that it would be valued even as a portrait of an unknown man. In 1928 when it was auctioned at Christie's in an unnamed sale, it was called simply "Portrait of a Sculptor, in Black Dress," and it was not until 1937, after the picture had been brought to this country and exhibited at the Cleveland Museum, that Alfred M. Frankfurter identified the sober, middle-aged subject as Alessandro Vittoria.
middle-aged subject as Alessandro Vittoria.
Vittoria was not a Venetian by birth but came from Trent in the Italian Tyrol. His life and activities were recorded in the eighteenth century by Tommaso Temanza and in the nineteenth by Benedetto Giovanelli, and from their enthusiastic encomiums emerge certain credible details, along with much that has since been emended or rejected. Vittoria was born in 1524 or 1525, the son of a tailor, Virgilio della Volpe, and was put to the study of sculpture in Trent with two little-known masters, Martino da Como and Antonio Medaglia di Pelo Superiore. It seems probable, too, that he learned from Vincenzo Grandi of Padua, who in 1534 signed and dated a beautiful but still rather quattrocento cantoria in the church of Santa Maria Maggiore in Trent.
From the time when Vittoria, at the age of eighteen or nineteen years, left Trent for Venice, his career is clearly recorded for us in contemporary documents and in a large body of signed works. Vittoria himself all through his life kept a full and detailed journal, in which appears his statement that he came to Venice for the first time on Saint James's day in July of 1543. Bishop Cristoforo Madruzzo is said to have been his patron, but it was through the good offices of Titian that he was introduced to Jacopo Sansovino, the foremost Venetian sculptor of that day, and accepted by Sansovino as an apprentice and helper. The identification of the subject of Veronese's portrait as Alessandro Vittoria does not rest upon the statuette alone. As early as 1602 Vittoria obtained permission to build his funerary monument in the church of San Zaccaria. This work, which is largely due to helpers under his own supervision, was completed in 1605, three years before his death. It is a dignified structure, surmounted by a figure symbolizing Sculpture and presenting, between caryatids labeled Painting and Architecture (the sister arts of which he was in a minor way a practitioner), Vittoria's self-portrait bust. This bust and the similar one in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum both show him at the very least twenty years older than in our painting but nevertheless make it plain that Veronese's portrait represents the same man.
In painting Alessandro Vittoria with one of his own works, Veronese chose a type of portrait that seems to have been formulated in Venice and had already gained considerable popularity there. Titian and Tintoretto, as well as Veronese, painted such portraits of sculptors. Titian's superb representation of Jacopo Strada in the Vienna Gallery is perhaps the best known of the type. In it the attributes of sword and chain, fur-trimmed cloak, and books conspicuously displayed pronounce Strada more than the sculptor which the figurine and medals declare him to be. Following Titian's own humanistic inclinations and perhaps the sitter's express desire, Strada is immortalized as a gentleman and scholar.
Beside this brilliant portrait by Titian our painting is a somber, silent work. Its background is darkly vague, with only a dim suggestion at the left of some sculptured architectural decoration. Aside from the handling and other technical matters which bear witness to the authorship of Veronese, it is just this reticent seriousness that makes our portrait typical of him. For the great decorator Veronese, painter of richly overburdened banquet tables and scintillant brocades, becomes suddenly solemn and curiously chaste and humble when wrestling with the problem of painting a particular human being. In the midst of the Marriage at Cana in the Louvre, perhaps his most sumptuous and luxuriant feasting scene, the individual portrait heads strike a movingly austere note. In the figure supposed to represent his brother Benedetto the brocaded robe and the gesture of the lifted wine cup are in the painter's lavish mood, but the handsome head is remarkable not so much for its worldly glory and physical force as for its serious characterization.
The black Venetian dress in which Vittoria is portrayed by Veronese is rendered more dense and light-absorbing by the tiny frill of white that frames the neck and wrist. And above the monumental bulk of the body the head turns to the spectator with an immanent melancholy recalling Greco's Spanish knights. The hands, which in portraiture are usually made to play an articulate and expressive role, are poised in our painting in a contained but 13 purposeful gesture upon Vittoria's statuette. But neither they nor any single feature of the face have been permitted to detract one whit from the extraordinary power of the eyes. Beneath the high, pale brow and shadowed above and below with weary lines, they look out with an imponderable meaning.
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